
Technical Assistance Case Study
Zion National Park Overlook Exhibit

In FY1997, Zion National Park used the Technical Assistance Program to develop three differ-

ent wayside exhibits for their Emerald Pools Trail. The Emerald Pools Trail is one of the park’s

most popular trails, offering a variety of hiking options. Along the trail are panoramic views

of Zion Canyon, which provide a backdrop perfect for interpreting many of the park’s

themes. One of the three exhibits submitted for technical assistance was the Rockfalls panel,

which interprets the story of canyon widening.

With guidance from the Division of Wayside Exhibits’ Technical Assistance Coordinator,
the park submitted a memorandum requesting assistance along with a resource package
for each exhibit.

The resource package prepared by Zion for the Rockfalls panel included all items needed 
to develop a successful wayside exhibit. 

Draft text was furnished both in hard copy and on disk. Text on disk is essential for edit-
ing and for efficient wayside design development.

Photographic images (in this case 35mm slides) were furnished for consideration. All
were clearly labeled.  Photographs of the exhibit location and views from the location
were included for general planning and design reference. 

A sketchy layout was submittted showing the interpretive intent of the panel. The layout
contained text, a canyon cross-section diagram, and a series of photos (taken by a park
visitor in the right place at the right time) capturing a rockfall event over a three-minute
period.
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Technical Assistance Case Study, continued

A designer and a planner from the Division of Wayside Exhibits discussed the park ideas
put forth in the resource package. Text was edited and sharpened. The best aspects of the
park’s ideas were developed and incorporated into a computer design layout. The idea of
a large background photo was introduced to provide visitor focus on the actual rockfall
location. The dramatic rockfall sequence photos were featured to a greater extent than
originally suggested by the park staff. The proposed idea of including a geologic cross sec-
tion was dropped because it proved extraneous. The park then reviewed the layout and
made text editing suggestions. They were pleased with the interpretive development of
the Rockfalls panel and approved the design for fabrication.

Through this cooperative team effort between Zion National Park and the Division of
Wayside Exhibits, quality exhibits were developed and produced. The exhibits achieved
the park’s interpretive goals and are consistent with NPS design standards.  

The Division of Wayside Exhibits retains the computer design files which will expedite
low-cost exhibit rehab or replacement, if necessary, in the future.

Wayside Development

Conclusion
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The formation of Zion Canyon is an ongoing
process.The Virgin River below you is 
responsible for the downcutting and deepening
of the canyon. But canyon widening results
from the erosion of weaker rock strata which
supports the vertical cliffs you see on both
sides of the canyon. Once the supporting strata
weathers and weakens, vertical cracks in the
overlying cliffs begin to widen, and in time,
entire slabs can break loose and com e to rest
on the slopes below.Often rockfalls happen 
on a sm all scale but occasionally they are 
large and dramatic.

On September 17, 1994, park 
visitor John Roberts of St. Louis,
Missouri, took this series of 
dramatic photographs while 
walking this trail. He estimates
that approximately 2-1/2 minutes
elapsed between his first and
last picture.

The Canyon Grows Wider
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